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To Call It Freedom 37

and, therefore, on American freedom. Gradual as it was, the abolition of slav-
ery in the North drew a geographical line across the new nation, creating the
portentous division between free and slave states. Abolition in the North, vol-

i + South, and the escape of thousands from

untary emancipation in the Uppe
bondage created, for the first time in - American history, a sizable free black pop-

ulation (not a few of whose members took new family names like Freeman ot

Freeland). On the eve of independence, virtually every black person in Amer-
ica had been a slave. Now, a free community, with its own churches, schools, and
leadership class, came into existence, constituting a standing challenge to the
logic of slavery, a haven for fugitives, and a springboard for further efforts at

abolition.”® :
For many Americans, white as well as black, the existence of slavery would

henceforth be recognized as a sténding affront to the ideal of American free-

dom, a “disgrace to a free government,” as a group of New Yorkers put it. In

1792, when Samuel Jennings of Philadelphia painted Liberty Displaying the Arts and
Sciences, he included among the symbols of freedom a slave’s broken chain,
graphically illustrating how freedom had become identified not simply with po-
litical independence but with emancipation. Certainly, after the Revolution it
would be difficult to employ slavery as a metaphor without triggering thoughts
about actual slaves. Nonetheless, the stark fact is that the Revolution did not
rid American society of slavery. Indeed, thanks to the natural increase of the
plemented bya reopened slave trade, there were
end of the revolutionary era than at the begin-

revealed that the half-million slave
16

slave population, soon to be sup
considerably more slaves at the
ning. The first national census, in 1790,
population of 1776 had grown to some 700,000
Throughout the Atlantic world, the upheavals of the age of revolution
posed a threat to slavery. In 1794, the French Convention proclaimed abolition
(only to see slavery restored by Napoleon a few years later). Emancipation was
a goal of the leaders of independent Haiti and nearly all the Latin American
liberators. Only in the United States did the creation of a new nation-state
strengthen the institution. The British poet Oliver Goldsmith might well have
been speaking of the revolutionary generation when he commented on
mankind’s propensity “to call it freedom, when themselves are free"!’

We the People. B}

If the Revolution created a new nation, it also invented a new public entity: the
American peoplg‘ From a colonial population divided by ethnicity, religion,

-
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